Effects of subchronic exposure of rats to 2-methoxyethanol or 2-butoxyethanol: thymic atrophy and immunotoxicity.
Male Sprague-Dawley rats were exposed to either 2000 or 6000 ppm of 2-methoxyethanol (ME) or 2-butoxyethanol (BE) and females were exposed to either 1600 or 4800 ppm of these compounds in the drinking water for 21 days. Body weights were decreased in male rats exposed to the high doses of both chemicals, while body weights of females exposed to either dose of BE were decreased. Male and female rats exposed to either concentration of ME had a dose-related reduction in thymus weights. Testis weight was significantly lower in male rats exposed to the high dose of ME. Dose-related increases in natural killer (NK) cell cytotoxic activities and decreases in specific antibody production were observed in all rats treated with ME. Rats exposed to the low dose of BE also had enhanced NK cell activity. Splenocyte production of interferon-gamma was decreased in male rats exposed to either dose of ME and in females treated with the high dose of ME. Spleen cell numbers were reduced in males exposed to the high dose of ME and females given either dose of ME. It appears that the immune system is a sensitive target of ME but not BE. The effects of ME on immune function differ depending on the immune parameter assessed. Enhanced NK cell activity may partially explain the observations of others that certain glycol ethers have antitumor effects in vivo.